The science of genomics is increasingly important to health-care provision in Europe. An estimated 30 million people now suffer from genetic diseases within the enlarged European community. 1 Increasing numbers of patients are requesting genetic testing and genetic counselling. 2 A key element in improving the quality of genetic testing services in Europe is the provision of appropriate genetic education for health professionals. This has been shown to be currently inadequate. 3 -7 The objective of this project is to determine needs and potential strategies to educate European health professionals in genetic competences relevant to their professional role.
We collected information about professional education and existing educational material using: (1) a search of the scientific literature, resulting in 36 highly relevant papers, (2) a general internet-based search to identify websites that might include material connected with professional education in genetics and (3) a questionnaire submitted to the chairpersons of professional genetics societies in each European Union country to collect information about national courses and other initiatives in genetics education. The material obtained through the strategies described above was integrated with input from a group of experts who commented both via electronic means and in person at a workshop held in Leuven in December 2005. A database and a report were then generated.
It is clear that genomics will have a significant effect on the practice of medicine, but the extent of the practical impact on patient care is not yet clear. 8 The findings of our study highlight the deficiencies in current provision of education and confirm the need for concerted efforts to provide professional education to a range of health professionals who may play a role in providing genetic testing in the future. However, this is challenging due to the diversity of health-care systems, organizational structures for health professional education and the range of health-care professionals involved in the care of genetic patients across Europe. Competence frameworks have been developed in specific countries to inform the education and training of health professionals in those countries, 9,10 however, no such framework exists for use across the EU. This is obviously relevant to members of the European Society of Human Genetics (ESHG). The ESHG Education Committee is working collaboratively with other groups (such as the EuroGentest project team) to develop better strategies to facilitate professional education and recognition of all health professionals that work in a genetic setting in Europe. In this context, the project team has begun to address the needs for education and training in Europe by:
1. Improving accessibility to existing resources through creation of an online database of courses offered in Europe [www.Eurogentest.org]. 2. Improving access by practitioners to national professional groups and societies through an online list with hyperlinks to relevant organizations [http://www. eurogentest.org/web/info/public/unit6/bodies.xhtml]. 3. Creating a Working Group specifically to identify minimum levels of competencies for health-care professionals in Europe and to seek wide consensus on this European document. The aim is to develop competences that enable genetics education to be grounded in clinical contexts that are meaningful to learners 8 and provide the basis for development of learning outcomes and curricula for health professionals in primary, secondary and tertiary care settings.
The full report of this project is available as a PDF on the EuroGentest web page [http://www.eurogentest.org/web/ info/public/unit6/reports.xhtml]. Although the members of the expert group that contributed to this first phase of the project have a broad range of experience and are from a number of EC member states, we are aware that the report may not include all possible information. We are actively seeking feedback and further input from colleagues belonging to various professions and disciplines and for this reason we invite all colleagues willing to contribute to contact us via the EuroGentest web site.
